In 2012, the authors undertook a study of the challenges facing government and private veterinarians in responding to the human element of farm animal welfare incidents (i.e. the personal problems and difficulties of farmers that can result in farm animal neglect). This paper reports their findings and examines the role of veterinarians in responding to the difficulties of farmers. It also looks at their experiences of attempting to build a multi-agency approach involving veterinary and human support services. This paper builds on a study whereby the authors considered how social, health and attitudinal factors, as well as mental health problems, contribute to farm animal welfare incidents in Ireland. An early warning system involving relevant agencies is in place to identify and prevent farm animal welfare problems before they become critical. The literature provides examples of private veterinarians combining with support services Rev. sci. tech. Off. int. Epiz., 32 (3) 08112013-00013-EN 2/23 where there are indicators of animal and human abuse. Yet there are no research examples of government or private veterinarians linking with support services to resolve farm animal welfare cases where there are social, health, and/or mental health difficulties with the herd owner. Four focus groups were conducted with government veterinarians (n = 18) and three with private veterinarians (n = 12). Government veterinarians made contact with support services to seek advice on how best to respond to the human element of farm animal welfare incidents, and/or to seek support for the herd owner. Contact between government and private veterinarians was driven by the former. Communication between agencies was influenced by individual efforts and personal contacts. Formal structures and guidelines, perceived professional capabilities in determining herd owner needs, and client confidentiality concerns among support services and private veterinarians were less influential. The fear of losing clients and the financial implications of this were also cited by private veterinarians. Family, neighbours and local support groups assisted in reaching an on-farm solution. The paper concludes with the requirements for a multi-agency approach in Ireland: the provision of tailored information and guidelines targeting government and private veterinarians and support services, and a comprehensive structure for relationship-building, planning, and cross-reporting between all the relevant agencies. Keywords Abuse -Animal hoarding -Animal welfare -Confidentiality -Early warning system -Farm animal welfare -Farmer welfare -Government veterinarian -Human element -Ireland -Mental health -Neglect -Private veterinarian -Qualitative research -Support services.
Introduction
In 2004, an early warning system (EWS) was established in Ireland, after recommendations by the Farm Animal Welfare Advisory Council. This EWS involves the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM), the Irish Farmers' Association, and the Irish Rev. sci. tech. Off. int. Epiz., 32 (3) 08112013-00013-EN 3/23
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ISPCA). It provides a framework which seeks to identify and prevent farm animal welfare problems before they become critical. Despite the EWS, on-farm animal welfare problems continue to occur (1, 2) . In response, the authors of this paper undertook an exploratory study in 2012, to identify the human elements, issues and problems that contribute to More, paper B, submitted).
The importance of a multi-agency approach to animal welfare
Relevant agencies that should be involved in implementing a multiagency approach include animal welfare groups and bodies involved in human health, mental health, housing support, law enforcement, sanitation and environmental protection (3) . Veterinary practitioners and farmer organisations should also be included in a multi-agency approach to farm animal welfare.
A multi-agency approach makes early intervention and short-and long-term change for animal owners easier, reducing the potential for repeated animal welfare offences and providing ongoing monitoring and support (3, 4) . A multi-agency approach can provide an educational and consultative role for local people and organisations Rev. sci. tech. Off. int. Epiz., 32 (3) 08112013-00013-EN 4/23 who wish to help, including those in the veterinary profession. Links between such groups must be set up before a crisis occurs.
Information campaigns should be run as early as possible, and rural groups trained to act as 'sign-posters' to help identify 'at-risk' individuals (5, 6) . Multi-agency roles, when coordinated, can serve as a 'carrot' rather than a 'stick', supporting the animal owner in overcoming the welfare crisis rather than punishing him or her after the event (7) .
Challenges to a multi-agency approach include an inability of some veterinary professionals to recognise their responsibility to join with support services or their legal obligation to report deliberate animal abuse (8, 9) . Veterinarians and other professionals may also be wary of calling in other organisations because of worries about litigation or driving the client away, or a fear for client safety (10, 11, 12) .
Conflicting roles and a lack of agreement about policies and actions can undermine cooperation (3, 8) . In implementing a coordinated approach, effective and clear guidelines, education, tolerance, planning, and relationship-building between agencies are all essential (3, 6, 11, 13) .
The potential role of veterinarians in contributing to a multi-agency approach
Veterinarians are often in ideal positions to advise on animal welfare, due to their relationship with their clients and animals, and their position of trust in the community (14, 15, 16) . Animal abuse often occurs as an extension of other sorts of abuse (such as domestic violence, child abuse etc.). As a result, increasing emphasis is being placed on veterinarians combining with support services as a means of addressing animal and human welfare (10, 11, 17, 18, 19, 20 recognise that, 'by expressing concern, vets could give an abused client the confidence to seek help' (19).
Through such initiatives, veterinarians involved in primary care must be given the skills and professional confidence to refer clients to appropriate services. It is well known that many domestic abusers also abuse their victim's pets/companion animals as part of the abuse regime. However, in one Irish study, 12% of private veterinarians felt that they had no available mechanism to assist their clients when dealing with non-accidental injury in companion animals; and only 5% referred the client to a support agency (11) . Helpful interventions by the veterinary profession must include the ability to ask questions and undertake accurate assessments. This needs to be supported by appropriate training and education, enabling veterinarians to recognise danger signs, and to feel confident in responding (11, 18, 20) .
The role of government and private veterinarians in Ireland
In Ireland, government veterinarians contribute to DAFM endeavours, ensuring compliance with food safety, animal health, and animal welfare regulations in food animal production. In terms of farm animal welfare, government veterinarians are empowered by the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 to issue 'welfare notices' to farmers, when the animal welfare standards on their farm do not comply with the regulations. These notices provide a prescriptive structure to farmers, indicating actions that must be taken to resolve animal welfare problems on their farm. 
Study objectives
The objective of this study was to explore the experiences of government and private veterinarians when they tried to form links with each other and with support services to address farm animal welfare incidents that involved the herd owner having some kind of social, health or mental health problems or difficulties. It is envisaged that the results will promote further research and discussion of the relationship between the problems of the herd owner, the maintenance of animal welfare standards, and the ways in which relevant agencies can respond usefully and appropriately.
Methodology

Study design
Ethical approval for this research was granted by the University College Dublin Human Research Ethics Committee. There is growing recognition in the animal sciences of the importance of developing an interdisciplinary approach with the social sciences (22, 23) . In this study, qualitative focus groups were used (24). This approach was particularly helpful in encouraging veterinarians to share their various experiences and perspectives, since they are often isolated from their colleagues during their everyday work. 
Focus group topics
Focus group questions centred on the participants' experiences of farm animal welfare incidents that involved difficulties with the farmer, the ways in which they responded to such incidents, and their attempts to bring about an on-farm solution.
Data analysis
All focus groups were recorded and transcribed. Any identifiable information was removed from the transcripts. NVivo (QSR International Pty Ltd, Melbourne, Australia) was used in the data analysis process. Thematic network analysis was also used (26); that is, the multi-stage development of a series of organising and global themes to reflect the meaning of the data. These global themes form the basis of the results section. Inter-rater reliability of the themes was reached through agreement between the first author and a second researcher, who was not involved in the study. 
Results
Reasons for interaction between government and private veterinarians, and support services
The need for advice and assistance to reach an on-farm solution Ten government veterinarians explicitly reported making contact with support services, to seek advice on how best to respond to the people involved (the 'human element') in a farm animal welfare incident, and/or to seek some form of assistance for the herd owner. It was often considered necessary to link up with other services to improve the animals' welfare, while ensuring the continued safety of the herd owner. In most reported instances, these attempts to reach out to other services were unsuccessful. 
Factors that determined contact between veterinarians and support services
Individual efforts
Government veterinarians explained that their contact with support services was determined by their own individual efforts and personal contacts. This took place in the absence of any formal structure. As a result, communication between these professionals varied widely and the response was often erratic. Successful contact depended on the specific individual who was in the position at that particular time: veterinarians explicitly agreed that they'd never considered that there was any potential within their role to contribute in this way: 'though we've encountered some very sad people in our work, to be honest, I never considered that we could have any input on this [contributing to human care], or with linking in with anyone else that could help the farmer.' (PV)
Client confidentiality
Government veterinarians cited confidentiality concerns as the reason they were given to explain the lack of cooperation from support services. All private veterinarians identified client confidentiality as a barrier to increasing collaboration with government veterinarians and other agencies. provider], and we're doing it on the farm: two parallel tracks.' (GV)
A collaborative approach would assist the government veterinarian in how to respond to the farm animal welfare situation, without jeopardising the well-being of the herd owner.
Government and private veterinarians acknowledged the fact that, despite the potential role of local services, a structure is required for confidential cross-reporting, without undermining client confidentiality. Recommendations were made for stronger links between government and private veterinarians, in a way that does not jeopardise the relationship of the private veterinarian with their client.
Discussion
Overview
The EWS brings together various agencies, to provide a collaborative approach to tackling farm animal welfare incidents. The HSE, the government agency responsible for the provision of healthcare throughout Ireland, is also involved, on a pilot basis, in a number of regions. In addition to an agreement on protocol, there is a concerted effort among the senior managers of DAFM and HSE to advance the EWS. These challenges can be summarised as:
-the lack of a proper structure for providing advice and crossreporting between government and private veterinarians, and between veterinarians and support services -perceived financial risks by private veterinarians -inconsistent involvement from health and social support professionals -a lack of professional confidence, particularly felt by government veterinarians -this is related to an absence of information, guidance or direction on how to respond appropriately to farm animal welfare issues that involve the mental health, social or physical health problems of the herd owner.
In reviewing the literature and the results, there are two key areas that are central to providing a multi-agency approach to farm animal welfare in Ireland, when the problems and issues of the herd owner add to the difficulties:
-the provision of tailored information and guidelines targeting government and private veterinarians, and support services -a comprehensive structure for planning, building relationships and confidential cross-reporting between relevant agencies.
Providing information and guidelines for private and government veterinarians, and support services To support the recommendations made in this paper, the creation of a helpline card, similar to that mentioned in Lobely et al. (5) , would be -help herd owners accessing support services who may be experiencing difficulties on the farm -assess, within their professional capacity, the animal welfare situation on their farms.
The need for structure to make a multi-agency approach easier
Communication between government and private veterinarians and with other agencies is erratic. Any inter-agency communication that does take place is prompted by individual efforts, rather than a formal structure. However, private veterinarians can play an important role in community health interventions (6, 10) . McGuinness et al. (11) reported that private veterinarians had only low levels of referring their clients to support services in cases where non-accidental injury was apparent in their companion animals.
In this study, no attempt was made by private veterinarians to contact support services to assist with the difficulties being experienced by their farmer clients, within the wider context of farm animal welfare.
Private veterinarians were concerned about client confidentiality and financial risk to their own practices. These barriers, in addition to other fears, are also cited in the literature on the role of veterinarians in reporting suspected cases of human abuse (such as domestic violence and child abuse) to social services (10, 11, 17) . Difficult questions come into play when examining the obligations of private veterinarians to act on behalf of their clients, and the welfare of farm animals. However, it must be remembered that there is a moral duty to animal patients and the needs of society. This moral duty is recognised as a veterinary activity by the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE).
In developing a structured approach, there must be provisions for private and government veterinarians to disclose information, without jeopardising their professional duties and client relationships.
Arrangements must ensure that veterinarians can fully carry out their professional role, in terms of treating animals and safeguarding their welfare, while at the same time being able to call upon the relevant support services available for the farmer.
A multi-agency approach should facilitate good relations, tolerance, and trust between agencies. It should also allow for cross-reporting and planning, so that a human and/or animal welfare crisis can be foreseen and prevented (3) . In this study, attempts to contact support services were often made at a time of crisis on the farm. At this point, the herd owner may have specific needs, and a sensitive, informed approach may be required by the veterinarian and support services to respond appropriately to the situation.
Locally grounded sources of support, including family and neighbours, have been identified in this paper and in other studies as being particularly important to the farmer (5, 6) . These sources of support should be recognised as key anchors in the community. Yet, in earlier work, the authors of this paper found that herd owners were often reluctant to ask for assistance because of a feeling they should show resilience, an inability to talk openly about their problems and a fear of stigma. Help from the neighbours was not always available in areas of rural decline (C. Devitt et al., paper A, submitted). Thus, in such areas of rural decline and social isolation, multi-agency approaches to farm animal welfare may need to identify and include alternative sources of local support (5) . 
Conclusion
There appears to be a dearth of research on a multi-agency approach to address the relationship between adverse animal welfare incidents on farms and any social, health or mental health difficulties that might be being experienced by the herd owner. This is despite the growing recognition of the role of Veterinary Services in contributing to human care. This paper presents the current challenges being experienced, particularly by government veterinarians. In essence, the ultimate goal for private and government veterinarians is to maintain animal welfare standards. A comprehensive, inclusive multi-agency approach will provide a mechanism for this goal to be achieved.
